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Damp housing and childhood asthma: validation of reporting of 
symptoms 

D P Strachan 


Abstract 

. The relations among parental reports of respiratory 
symptoms, bronchoepasm measured after exercise, 
and the presence of visible fungal mould in the home 
was assessed in a population sample of 7 year old 
children (n*873). Wheeze in the past year was the 
symptom most closely associated with reported 
dampness and particularly with mould* The un¬ 
adjusted odds ratio relating mould and wheeze was 
3*70 (95% confidence interval 2*22 to 6-15), and after 
adjustment for housing tenure, number of people per 
room, number of smokers in the household, and gas 
cooking this remained highly significant (odds 
ratio 3*00 (1-72 to 5*25)). The reduction in forced 
expiratory volume in one second after six minutes of 
free running was used to validate reporting of 
wheeze. At all levels of measured bronchial lability 
wheeze was reported more commonly in the children 
from homes with mould. There was no significant 
difference in the degree of bronchospasm measured 
among children from homes with and without mould. 

Awareness of dampness or mould in the home may? 
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Introduction 

In industrialised countries people spend much of 
their life indoors, and interest in the public health 
effects of the indoor environment is growing. 1 Children 
are particularly appropriate for investigation of the 
influence of environmental variables on respiratory 
disease because active smoking and occupational 
variables are excluded . Much attention has focused on 
the potential hazards from passive exposure to tobacco 
smoke 241 and from nitrogen dioxide produced by 
gas cookers, unvented gas appliances, and paraffin 
heaters. w 

A common cause of complaint to landlords and local 
authorities is condensation of moisture from humid 
indoor air on to cold surfaces, which forms unsightly 
damp patches and promotes the growth of fungal 
moulds/* Surveys in Scotland and England have 
suggested that b e t w ee n one quarter and one third of 
homes may be affected to some degree. 1411 Poor quality 
housing in general and dampness in particular are 
widely believed to be detrimental to respiratory 
health/* Allergic reactions to house dust mites, 
which thrive in damp homes, 1414 or to the airborne 
spores of fungal moulds* 4 arc plausible mechanisms for 
a causal link between damp conditions and symptoms 
related to asthma. . 

Few epidemiological studies have investigated this 
association, but two small studies in north west 
Edinburgh showed a positive relation bet w e en 
reported dampness and mould and respiratory 
symptoms in children/ 1 ” Similar findings have 
been reported in adults. 14 * Dampness (assessed 
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independently by environmental health officers) and 
high ambient humidity were found more commonly in 
the homes of children with respiratory symptoms," " 
which indicated that reporting of housing conditions 
was not substantially biased by the presence of disease 
in the child. On the other hand, when consultations 
with general practitioners for respiratory complaints 
were used to validate reporting of symptoms there was 
no association with r ep or ted dampness or mould.” 
This raised the possibility that symptoms were 
reported differently according to parents* perception 
of their home environment. 

My study was designed to investigate damp, mouldy 
housing as a determinant of childhood asthma in a 
representative sample of the general population and to 
evaluate the role of differential reporting of symptoms 
in any association. In view of-the limitations of general 
practice records for this purpose the symptoms were 
validated by physiological tests to detect abnormal 
reactivity of the airways." 


Subjects tad method* 

A random sample of one in three primary schools 
within the Edinburgh dry boundary was obtained. 
The parents of all children in their third primary school 
year (age 6*/2-7Vi yean) were contacted by post 
in November 1986. A questionnaire asked about 
respiratory symptoms experienced by the child in the 
past year, including wheeze (defined as breathing that 
makes a high pitched whistling sound), a tendency for 
colds to go to the chest, sore throat, pain or discharge in 
the ear, and hay fever or frequent sneezing attacks. 
Parents were also asked how many nights the child had 
been kept awake by coughing during the previous 
month and how many days in the month the child had 
been troubled by daytime cough or by a blocked 
or running nose. Information was sought about 
conditions in the home, particularly the number of 
cigarette smokers in the household, the fuels used for 
heating and cooking, the formation of condensation or 
damp patches on walls, and the presence of mould or 
fungus. 

Consent was requested for medical tests on the child 
at school, and the study received ethical approval from 
Lothian Health Board and Lothian Regional Council 
Education D epartm ent. Ventilatory function was 
measured with a pneumotachograph (Compact; 
Vitalograph, Buckingham), and spirometry was 
performed with the child standing and without nose 
dips; I supervised all measurements using the protocol 
of the American Thoracic Society/' Measurements 
were taken before and five and 10 minutes after six 
minutes of free running in a corridor or classroom; the 
best of three recordings on each occasion was used. An 
index of bronchial libtiity induced by exercise was 
calculated as the minimum of the two measurements of 
forced expiratory volume in one second taken after 
exercise divided by the forced expiratory volume in one 
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second obtained before exercise. Tests were performed 
at least six hours after a dose of inhaled bronchodiiator. 
Eleven children were taking inhaled steroids or oral 
drugs for asthma; their results were analysed separately. 

Routine statistical analysis was performed with 
the Statistical Analysis System. r To explore in 
more detail the relations between symptoms and 
housing conditions and between mould, wheeze, and 
bronchial lability multiple logistic regression models 
were analysed with the generalised linear interactive 
modelling system” 


Remits 

The parents of 1095 children received a question' 
tkaire, and usable replies were obtained for 1012. 
Information on respiratory symptoms and housing 
conditions was available for 926-1004, depending on 
the detail required. Parental consent for clinical testing 
was obtained for 941 children. Twenty of these were 
included in pilot studies, and a further 20 moved to 
a different school before testing. Of the remaining 
901 children, 892 were examined and 881 performed a 
satisfactory exercise test. 

Complete information on dampness, mould, 
wheeze, and bronchial lability was available for 
873 children (80% of the original sample, 97% of those 
eligible for testing). The prevalences of wheeze in the 
past year (12*7%; 111/873) and exposure to mould in 
the home (9-3%; 81/873) were somewhat higher in this 
group than among those with incomplete information 
(10*0% (13/130) and 6*3% (8/127), respectively). 

Table 1 relates respiratory symptoms to various 
aspects of the home environment. The prevalences of 
wheeze and chesty colds were higher by a factor of 
between two and three among the children from homes 
reported to be affected by damp patches on walls or 
by mould; the higher prevalences among children 
sleeping in damp or mouldy bedrooms might be 
interpreted as evidence of a dose-response relation; 
Cough at night and during the daytime was signi¬ 
ficantly more common among children sleeping in 
damp bedrooms (p<0*001 and p<0*05, respectively), 
and a smaller excess was observed in children sleeping 
in bedrooms affected by mould. Mould in the child's 


bedroom was significantly related to frequent trouble 
with a blocked or running nose (p<0*05) v Jhr 
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best relations in pan reflected 'differences in the use 

of fuels by owner occupiers and tenants of rented 
housing. The pattern of association between dampness 
and hay fever was inconsistent; the difference in 
prevalence between all damp homes considered 
together and homes not affected was negligible 
tf«0*54,df-l). 

The association between damp, mouldy housing and 
wheeze was remarkable in view of the lack of a relation 
of wheere to other environmental factors in the home. 
Compared with rented homes, owner occupied homes 
were less likely to be affected by dampness (83% 
(58/700) v 29*7% (89/300)) or mould (4*9% (34/700) v 
18*3% (55/300)); this accounted for the difference in 
the prevalence of wheeze by housing tenure. In homes 
not affected by damp or mould the prevalence of 
wheeze was similar in the rented sector (11 * 1%; 23/207) 
and in owner occupied homes (10*6%; 67/63 \).f 



: relation toe 

Possible confounding effects were investigated by 
multiple logistic regression models with wheeze in the 
past year as the outcome variable. The unadjusted 
odds ratio for mould anywhere in the home was 3*70 
(95% confidence interval 2*22 to 6* 15; x ; *27*7, df-1). 
In a model that included housing tenure, number of 
smokers in the household, number of people per room, 
and gas cooking the odds ratio for mould was 3*00 
(1*72 to 5*25; r* 5 15*2, df* 1). The effect of mould was 
independent of housing tenure (r for interaction 
tenn*0*41, df*l). There was a close correlation 
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between damp walls and mould: 48% (71/147) of the 
homes affected by dampness were r eported to be 
mouldy, and 80% (71/89) of the mouldy homes were 
reported to be damp. Mould seemed to have a greater 
effect on whee 2 e than did damp. In a model that 
included damp walls anywhere in the bouse the effect 
of mould remained significant (x J *7*52, df»l), 
whereas the effect of dampness independent of mould 
was negligible (x^O-W, df= I). 

The relations b e tw een housing conditions and chest 
colds, cough at night, cough during the day, and nasal 
discharge were investigated in similar multiple logistic 
regression models with each respiratory symptom in 
turn as the outcome variable. The association between 
mould and chest colds was independent of housing 
tenure, number of people per room, number of 
smokers, and gas cooking (odds ratio 2*08 (1 *22-3*51); 
X*~7*26, df*I). Inclusion of wheeze during the past 
year as a further explanatory variable reduced this 
effect so that it was no longer significant, although it 
remained in the same direction (odds ratio 1 *43 (0*77to 
2*70)). At least pan of the association be t wee n chesty 
colds and mould thus seemed to be a consequence of a 
recent tendency to wheeze. 

The weaker associations of cough at night and 
during the day with mould in the home were entirely 
explained by their common association with rented 
housing. After adjustment for tenure the odds ratios 
for cough at night and cough during the day associated 
with mould were 0*92 and 0-95, r e sp ectively, and the 
effect of mould on nasal discharge remained in the 
expected direction but was non-significant (odds 
ratio 1*61 (0*89 to 2*90); x J «2*42, df*l). Further 
adjustment for the effects of number of people per 
room, number of smokers, and gas cooking made little 
difference to these results. 

Objective evidence of airways reactivity was 
collected to investigate the possible contribution of 
bias in reporting to the observed association between 
wheeze and mould in data from this and a previous 
questionnaire." As expected, wheeze during the past 
year was more prevalent among the children who had 
bronchospasm after exercise. If no reporting bias had 
existed this relation would have been independent of 
housing conditions. In fact, for any given degree of 
bronchial lability a parental repo rt of wheezing was 
more commonly obtained for children from homes 
with mould (table H). In a logistic regression model 
with wheeze during the past year as the outcome 
bronchial lability was included as a continuous 
explanatory variable. Its relation to wheeze was 
roughly linear (x for quadratic term* 1*05, df* 1) and 
was modelled as such. The effect of mould in the 
home was independent of lability (odds ratio 3*50 
(1*95-6*47); xf*16> > l, df*l) and constant across 
the range of lability observed (x 2 for interaction 
term*0*10, df*I). This odds ratio of 3*5 was 
comparable with the odds ratio of 3*7 obtained in the 
earlier model, which excluded lability; this implies that 
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the relation b e t we en mould and wheeze was largely 
unrelated to measurements of airways reactivity. 

„ ? Ihe higher prevalence of reported wheeze among 
chiklren^booL homes "with^mouJd for'aoy^degree' 

<K* uiiy^iMiwryteiiggratwItihityif hoaa 4 

^tplujc^^^wfaataniial^pan^^^araocmioitiuC 
4wheezewttfioamp re mouldy housing? Broochospasm 
after exercise (lability index <0-8) was, how e v er , more 
common among the children from homes with mould. 
On the generous (but not unreasonable) assumption 
that all die children receiving drug treatment for 
asthma who were tested had reactive airways, the 
prevalence of abnormality was 9*9% (8/81) among 
children from homes with mould compared with 
5-4% (43/792) among (he remainder (table II). This 
difference was in the expected direction, although 
it did not reach significance (x**l*90, df*l). A 
Don-parametric comparison of the entire distribution 
of lability in children from homes with and without 
mould was made using normal scores from the RANK 
procedure in SAS" to correct for the prono un ced 
skewness. The difference between the two groups was 
negligible (Student’s f*0*4, df*860). 


Discussion 

This study confirms the finding of previous surveys 
in one part of Edinburgh and suggests that an associa¬ 
tion b e tw ee n damp or mouldy housing and respiratory 
symptoms is not confined to specific council estates or 
to rented as opposed to owner occupied housing. 1117 
The association between mould and wheeze meets 
many of the criteria for an epidemiological association 
to be considered causal: it is strong, relatively specific 
when compared with other symptoms, consistent with 
previous studies, and free of substantial confounding 
by other factors studied.* Biologically plausible causal 
mechanisms can be proposed, and, assuming that 
duration of exposure is greatest when the child’s 
bedroom is affected by mould or damp, there is a 
suggestion of a dose-response relation. 

The association of wheeze with damp or mouldy 
housing was of particular interest not only because 
confounding by other features of the home environ¬ 
ment was unlikely but also because a primary associa¬ 
tion with wheeze might account for the effect of damp, 
mouldy bousing on other respiratory symptoms related 
to asthma. Furthermore, wheeze was the symptom for 
which t causal link with damp housing cond i tions was 
most plausible biologically. 

The prevalence ratio for wheeze in the past year 
when homes with and without mould were compared is 
remarkable in view of the Lack of correlation of most 
social or environmental variables with childhood 
asthma.** The study sample was drawn from (he 
general population and permitted an estimate of the 
importance to public health of this association. If no 
child in the population of 1000 had been exposed to 
mould in the home 105 cases of wheeze during the past 
year would have been expected, based on 96 cases in 
911 children (table 1). As 123 cases were seen mould in 
the home accounted for 14% (18/123) of all cases of 
wheeze. This fraction of the population attributable 
risk varied with the prevalence of exposure, being 6% 
(4*5/75) for children from owner occupied h om es but 
26% (12*5/49) for children from rented homes. These 
proportions are certainly much greater than any 
corresponding hazards from cooking or heating fuels. 

In a study of adults 43% of those living in arms of 
poor quality housing associated respiratory symptoms 
with their bousing whereas in areas of good bousing 
only 10% did so. u Differences such as this may reflect a 
causal relation, but they raise the p ossibility that 
reports of health state and particularly of respiratory 
symptoms may be influenced by perceptions of the 
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